University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

3-21-1996

New Fishing Dispute Causes Argentine-British
Relations to Deteriorate (Part 1)
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "New Fishing Dispute Causes Argentine-British Relations to Deteriorate (Part 1)." (1996).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/12156

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 55739
ISSN: 1060-4189

New Fishing Dispute Causes Argentine-British Relations to
Deteriorate (Part 1)
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Argentina
Published: 1996-03-21
In early March, relations between Argentina and Great Britain deteriorated to their lowest point
in almost 14 years, after the two sides became entangled in a new territorial dispute in the South
Atlantic Ocean. The latest dispute erupted after British naval vessels forcibly intercepted an
Argentine fishing boat to collect a fishing fee of US$110,000. The incident elicited an angry reaction
from the Argentine government, which said the fees were a new effort to prevent Argentine vessels
from fishing in the waters near the South Georgia Islands, which both countries claim as their
territory. In an interview on Argentina's Radio Mitre, deputy foreign minister Fernando Petrella
emphasized that Argentina will not pay any money to Britain for fishing in the disputed waters.
"Payment of the fees would imply that we recognize Britain's sovereignty over those territories and
that is inadmissible," Petrella told Radio Mitre following the incident. Argentine Foreign Minister
Guido Di Tella, who filed a formal protest with the British government over the incident, questioned
whether Britain had the right to use military patrols to guard the waters around the South Georgia
Islands and the South Sandwich Islands. Di Tella who had just returned from a trip to London in
February also demanded an explanation regarding charges that the British navy vessel had fired
shots at the Argentine fishing boat. He accused Britain of chasing Argentine trawlers off disputed
South Atlantic waters with warships.
"It happened, it did happen," Di Tella insisted. "They have expelled two boats from the zone, so
they can't say nothing has occurred." Still, President Carlos Saul Menem's administration has
rejected the use of military vessels to escort Argentine fishing boats in the disputed territory. "We
are not contemplating a military alternative under any circumstances," said Di Tella. "The military
option does not exist for Argentina." A spokesperson for Britain's Foreign Ministry, however, denied
that any shots were fired on any Argentine vessel and expressed surprise that the incident had
suddenly snowballed into "a major confrontation" between Argentina and Britain.
The spokesperson said fishing prospects in the South Atlantic were so good this year that Britain
feared that overfishing would occur. To protect this area, he said military ships were sent to the
region to enforce the seasonal fishing fee, which had been in effect since 1993. "We will consider
any legitimate requests for fishing licenses for the area," said the spokesperson. Still, the British
decision to unilaterally protect fish stocks in the South Atlantic appears to violate international
fishing treaties. An international commission that manages conservation of Antarctic marine life
prohibits any country from charging for fishing rights in that area. Both Argentina and Britain are
members of the commission. "I think that sometimes the United Kingdom carries out policies which
are not totally prudent," said Di Tella. "Several sectors of the British administration that make or
recommend decisions that are inconsistent."
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Di Tella said the incident forced President Menem to cancel a meeting with British Prime Minister
John Major in London. "This is not a good climate for planning any trip because we don't want
President Menem to arrive in Great Britain during the middle of this sort of argument," said Di
Tella. The tough stance adopted by the Argentine Foreign Ministry officials in the days following the
incident was in stark contrast to the low-key approach initially taken by President Menem. In a radio
address shortly after the incident, Menem emphasized that his administration "wanted to prevent
every form of confrontation that would cause damage to our country."
"Just as we reached an agreement over mineral exploration and exploitation, now we are negotiating
this new fishing agreement," the president later told reporters gathered in the northern city of
Anillaco. Still, Menem was not totally conciliatory, urging Argentine fishing boats to reject payment
of the fee to British authorities. The British government also initially took some steps to prevent
an escalation of the conflict. In what was considered a gesture to defuse tensions with Argentina,
Britain quietly returned the US$110,000 fee paid by the Argentine fishing boat. On the other hand,
British authorities did not make the return of the fee public and later said Britain reserved the
right to continue to charge fees to any fishing vessels, whether they were from Argentina or other
countries.
In fact, only days after the fee was returned to the Argentine vessel, the British government
intercepted a ship with Belizean registry. The ship, which had a Spanish crew, refused to pay the fee
and was eventually released. Meantime, under pressure from members of opposition parties and
Argentine business, the Menem administration gradually began to adopt a tougher attitude toward
Britain. Argentina at first had resisted taking the matter to the UN Security Council, since this would
"legitimize the presence of the British military in the South Atlantic." However, after an emergency
cabinet meeting in mid-March, the Menem administration decided to take its arguments to the UN
and other international organizations.
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